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                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Hello and welcome to the

                VA Butler Brown Bag Lunch Chat, the first one

                of 2011.  I'm Cynthia Closkey.  Our topic today

                is VA Butler Healthcare's construction.  The

                Veterans Administration as a whole has

                invested $1.9 billion in 123 major leases and

                construction projects for new facilities and

                major renovations in 31 states and in Puerto

                Rico.

                           Many of the existing VA clinics and

                other patient facilities were built back in

                the 1940s and fifties and have become either

                outdated or outgrown, so these projects are

                intended to address that.

                           Of course, VA Butler Healthcare is

                among those facilities and we have several

                construction projects underway and in the works

                to help us better serve veterans.

                           With me today is the person in charge

                of those construction efforts, Jeff Heiger, who

                is chief engineer for VA Butler Healthcare.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Hello, Cindy.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Hi, there.  How are you
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                doing?

                           MR. HEIGER:  Well, and you?

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I'm good.  Let me tell

                you a little bit about Jeff.  Jeff has worked for

                VA Healthcare for 26 years with a total of 30

                years in federal service.  That includes his Navy

                service time and two tours in Vietnam.  Jeff has

                worked at several VA Medical Centers at various

                VISNs throughout his VA career, including VA

                Medical Centers in Baltimore, Martinsburg, West

                Virginia and Pittsburgh.

                           He currently serves as chief engineer

                at VA Butler Healthcare Center in the facility

                management service.  He effectively spent $8.8

                million in stimulus funds to update

                infrastructure and $7 million in stimulus funds

                for various maintenance and repair and

                improvement projects in 2009 and he's leading the

                effort to redesign our new patient care

                structures in the facility.

                           Also, a nice little credit here, he

                in 2010 was awarded the VA Engineer of the Year

                Award which is an honor bestowed to a single VA
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                engineer annually.  Congratulations on that.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Thank you very much.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Let me talk to folks on

                the radio and listening in, if you're listening

                live and you want to ask a question, you have a

                few options.  If you have dialed in by phone,

                we're going to open up the lines for questions a

                few times during the call.  If you're listening

                online through the TalkShoe Website, you can type

                your question in the chat window, we'll be able

                to see it and we're going to respond.

                           So, Jeff, chief engineer, that's a lot

                of work, a lot of effort.  How did you arrive at

                this role?

                           MR. HEIGER:  Well, I started with the

                VA in 1983 as a project engineer singularly

                charged with managing construction projects, a

                more modest responsibility than the chief's job.

                           I wanted to stay with the federal

                government as part of a career opportunity and

                took promotions from the project engineer to

                become the assistant chief engineer and then on

                to become a chief engineer at multiple stations.
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                I was chief in Pittsburgh and also here.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, great.  You've got

                a lot of things underway right now.  Can you tell

                us a little bit about what's going on?  How many

                projects are there going on right now?

                           MR. HEIGER:  Right now we have a

                number of projects that are focused on new

                construction.  One of them would be our community

                living center.  That is one of the first new

                construction that we've had since 1938.  The

                community living center is what we used to call a

                nursing home, if you will.  It's an opportunity

                to create an environment for my veterans to move

                into that kind of a skilled level of care and be

                handled in a new environment other than renovated

                space within the existing medical center

                perimeter, if you will.

                           We're also working on an improved

                domiciliary opportunity for rehabilitation for

                some of my vets who come to the hospital here in

                Butler.  And again, that's another building that

                was built in 1938.  Even though it's in

                reasonably good shape, it still does not meet the
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                ideal situation in terms of what we call an

                environment for care and recovery.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Could you give us some

                examples, like how does it not meet those goals

                or what will the new facility be doing?

                           MR. HEIGER:  Much of what it revolves

                around is accessibility of staff and patients to

                work together, the opportunity for rehab programs

                to become available to the patients.  Instead of

                having them maybe move to a different building to

                get their level of care, the program is right

                there for them right there within walking

                distance, short walking distance.  It also offers

                staff opportunities to be handy should a patient

                want anything in particular.

                           So again, we've got the dom that's the

                new construction and also the community living

                center which is new.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                           MR. HEIGER:  The other work that we do

                is not necessarily renovations.  Let's not call

                them that, rather let's call them infrastructure

                improvements to a facility that was built
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                in 1938.  There are a lot of mechanical systems

                that are in continuous need for repair or

                replacement and that's a lot of what we spent our

                money on last year and the year before with the

                stimulus projects.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Excellent.  I have read

                about some changes in -- I'm not sure which of

                the facilities it was, where it was moving from

                less of a dormitory style to more of an

                independent living style.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Yes, exactly.  That's one

                of the roles that the domiciliary, I believe, is

                going to play.  It is mirrored and modeled after

                a program that exists in Pittsburgh right now and

                I guess contemporaries, if you will.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's excellent.  So

                the idea here is the veterans will be using this

                as a transitioning stage so they'll be able to go

                into a more independent life in the future.

                           MR. HEIGER:  That's how I understand

                it.  I am not a clinician, but that's probably

                appropriate wording for just the opportunity that

                we're trying to -- at least I'm trying to provide
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                through the physical plant -- that's a bad choice

                of words -- the environment that we're creating

                with a new building.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's great, cool.  So

                now are there sustainable design elements and

                other sort of more modern elements of design and

                architecture as part of these projects?

                           MR. HEIGER:  Yeah, you know, the

                sustainable design is included in every project

                that we initiate and we routinely set goals for

                the use of recycled materials on our project

                designs and also to ask contractors to recycle

                old materials that used to be simply removed and

                landfilled.

                           We monitor our success with this and

                continually try to improve on the ratio of

                recycled to non-recycled materials being used in

                the construction, as well.  We actually mandate

                that there be certain requirements for the new

                construction, new materials rather than simply

                landfilling the old, as one of our goals.

                           We also work very, very hard on trying

                to reduce our costs per square foot for energy,
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                both in seeking alternative fuels which would be

                available at a lesser cost and also trying to

                reduce the general idea of lowering temperatures

                and reducing BTUs per square foot.  They are not

                really the same thing believe it or not.  Dollars

                saved per square foot is one entity and then the

                BTUs per square foot is a little bit different.

                           One gives me the opportunity to simply

                lower the thermostat or do something that's

                energy conscious.  The other one is more focused

                on my costs, like changing oil -- pardon me --

                fuels rather, natural gas and oil depending on

                the market.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  The market on that has

                been changing so much.  I imagine it's

                challenging particularly when you look at energy,

                you know, maybe ten years ago it looked like we

                were going one direction with it and now a whole

                other one.

                           MR. HEIGER:  And both the natural gas

                and the electric markets have been deregulated

                now and so we are very, very much market driven.

                We work with other government agencies to
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                negotiate the best price we can for the energy

                that we purchase.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I imagine you do have a

                powerful negotiating position being part of the

                larger VA.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Yes, and obviously the

                better prices come from the larger groups that

                you negotiate with and buy in bulk, if you will.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, interesting.

                           MR. HEIGER:  The other thing we try to

                do, especially this time of year, is keep an eye

                on the cost of fuel and compare it in terms of

                BTUs and capability to natural gas because we

                have the capability to run on either natural gas

                or fuel oil.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                           MR. HEIGER:  So sometimes when it's

                really, really cold and natural gas prices creep

                up because they are market driven, we have the

                opportunity to move into something else.  Though

                typically the markets are generally pretty

                stable, they do both rise and fall with the cold

                temperatures.

                                 BUCKLER & ASSOCIATES

                                       - AND -

                                 ASAP COURT REPORTING

                                                                   11

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure.  That makes a lot

                of sense.  I can imagine the statistics on

                renovation and construction that things have

                changed so much since these buildings in 1938

                versus now that there is a lot more we know about

                building and really how it -- I should say a

                physical plan really helps a facility.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Right.  There is a lot

                more energy conservation going on with everything

                that we do.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's great to know that

                we're able to incorporate much of that.

                           MR. HEIGER:  The other thing that we

                always try to do too with the recycling and with

                the sustainability --

                             (Audio interruption.)

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  We are live.  We are

                back.  This is Cindy Closkey.  Sorry, we had a

                small technical problem, but we are back online

                here speaking with Jeff Heiger.

                           Jeff, you were just telling me about

                incorporating green and environmental elements in

                the different projects.
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                           MR. HEIGER:  Right, just to wrap up

                that thought, we do work with architects to

                develop green projects whenever we can.  Much of

                what we do is lead certified focused.  I also

                wanted to include the idea that much of the new

                equipment that we always install as part of the

                upgrades, they are always more efficient.  They

                provide a better environment right along with

                saving energy.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Cool.  That's excellent.

                How large is your campus as a whole?

                           MR. HEIGER:  We have 44 acres of space

                in total and our gross building space is

                about 485,000 square feet.  It's a pretty big

                facility, a number of buildings.

                           If you're driving through the campus

                any time soon, you'll also see that I have

                demolished a whole bunch of the older buildings

                that are no longer worthwhile in keeping.  We can

                move them into other more modern and renovated

                space as part of a swing space and an improvement

                of environment for not only the patients but also

                the administrative staff that support patient
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                care.

                           Some of the older buildings that have

                been there since 1938 and are older and in need

                of repair, we have been demolishing them along

                the way.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure.  The college that

                I went to had a building that was always intended

                to be a temporary building.  It was there from

                the thirties when it was built until when I was

                in school in the late eighties and later and so

                these things get kept around probably longer than

                they are needed.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Yeah, temporary is an

                ingenious word, isn't it?

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Yeah, exactly so.  So

                you probably have continuous plans for what

                happens going forward, as well?

                           MR. HEIGER:  Yes, we are always in the

                process of planning strategically and tactically,

                if you will.  The tactical plan reaches out four

                or five years and allows me to put projects in

                motion that are part of a synchronous effort to

                try to improve the physical plant and those would
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                be infrastructure projects like replacement of

                the boilers, replacement of the chillers, steam

                line repairs, site drainage, the roadway repairs,

                all of those things that are sort of behind the

                scenes and never touch a patient in terms of

                their care but all need to be done because much

                of that stuff was installed back in 1938.

                           The other part of our planning

                process, if you will, is more of a strategic

                point of view.  What we do there is we start to

                look long-term into that five to ten year plan in

                an opportunity there to start looking at what we

                hope will meet the demands of the ever changing

                veterans market, if you will, veterans that we

                need to serve, where they may be coming from,

                what their needs may be in the future.

                           My generation was the Vietnam era

                veterans.  Since then we've had all of the

                multiple tiers of those that followed, Bosnia and

                Kosovo and all of those wars and then moving into

                Desert Storm, OEF/OIF.  All of those have their

                own special needs and niches and the health care

                program and the way we serve our veterans is
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                changing trying to respond to that.

                           Along with that, I need to be on board

                with providing them with the appropriate space

                and environment to do every bit that we can for

                our vets.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's kind of an amazing

                campus as a whole.  It's distinctive and not only

                does it almost look like a college or a school of

                some sort with the trees, it's really very -- a

                lot of parts are beautiful and very distinctive

                and I imagine that's part of the plan, too,

                keeping that.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Pleasing and therapeutic,

                if you will.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Right, all part of the

                whole plan.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Sure, absolutely.  And

                getting rid of some of those old buildings, I

                call that part of the beautification, too.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's not always

                aesthetically the charm that we think of today.

                           MR. HEIGER:  No, they are familiar and

                everybody goes through and they say, oh, I
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                remember that, it's part of a heritage up there

                of the campus; but it's part of the older view,

                if you will, from the rear of the campus in

                particular.  I don't know.  It was never terribly

                pleasing to me.  Now that we're back to some of

                the more core buildings, it's a lot more visually

                pleasing especially from New Castle Road.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Right, and I think

                that's the way a lot of people, a lot of public

                certainly sees it that way and a lot of veterans.

                           MR. HEIGER:  In fact, both of the

                construction projects that we have going on right

                now that are the new work, that's the community

                living center and the domiciliary, they are both

                architecturally focusing on a theme that matches

                Building 1, the larger patient care building, and

                many of the other satellite buildings, too, the

                brick veneer, the similar kind of a look, if you

                will.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Right, that really

                impressive facade you mentioned.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So when you're looking
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                at the architecture and construction firms that

                you work with, how do you make those decisions?

                What comes into play?

                           MR. HEIGER:  The architects that we

                hire and the contractors, they are all evaluated

                for their qualifications prior to the award of

                any typical contract.  Again, whether or not it's

                an architect or a contractor, they are rated and

                ranked using administrative tools provided by our

                facility's central office.  Then we seek

                competitive bids from those that are qualified.

                We also have socioeconomic goals that we work

                hard to meet, as well.

                           By and large we are looking for

                experience, history that's demonstrable and since

                many of the architects and contractors that we

                deal with here are local or regional, let's call

                them, we're also looking for references from

                people who have worked with them before.  We want

                the taxpayers' dollars to be as effective as we

                possibly can.  So we look for the most qualified.

                           Again, we're looking for history,

                personal history even, having worked with
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                contractors and architects from before, and then

                references.  Then, of course, we always have to

                go down to competition and bottom line because

                that's part of how we try to manage our budget

                and again to keep taxpayers' dollars being

                effective.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  With large projects like

                this, I'm sure, just general knowledge of those

                factors, these are big decisions.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Every one -- you don't

                want to neglect one step ever so small because

                whatever you do at the very beginning, whether

                it's an architect that you're not familiar with

                or may not be geared towards the kind of work

                that you want them to be, it's going to reflect I

                guarantee it in the final product negatively or

                positively.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure, and it's also a

                process really that you've evolved over time,

                too.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Yes, exactly, and my own

                experience which I'll share with my own staff and

                they being more regionally oriented and knowing
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                things from let's say 10, 20 years ago where my

                experience here local, right here in Butler, is

                only about three years.

                           We join all that together and it melds

                into a real nice understanding of the resources

                that we have in the community for architects and

                for contractors and that whole experience and

                again the references come externally and from

                within in that way.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Excellent.  Let me

                see -- we're on the call still.  Let me see if

                there is anyone out listening to us who would

                like to chime in and has any questions about

                construction at the VA Butler for Jeff.

                           CALLER NO. 1:  Hi, Jeff.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Good morning.

                           CALLER NO. 1:  How are you?

                           MR. HEIGER:  It's the best day of my

                life so far.

                           CALLER NO. 1:  Amen.  First of all --

                           MR. HEIGER:  And you're only going to

                make it better.

                           CALLER NO. 1:  I'm sorry?
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                           MR. HEIGER:  And you're only going to

                make it better.

                           CALLER NO. 1:  Thank you.  First of

                all, I want to congratulate you on your award.

                That's awesome.

                           MR. HEIGER:  You're very kind.  Thank

                you.

                           CALLER NO. 1:  The other thing I would

                like to ask you is whenever you're getting these

                projects underway, what are some of the problems

                or challenges that you have that you have run

                across?

                           MR. HEIGER:  I guess the thing that

                really deserves the most attention and is the

                biggest challenge from my point of view is the

                planning and scheduling.

                           Typically we establish, as I had

                talked about before, a tactical five-year plan

                for construction that requires coordination both

                of the funding, design and construction; and we

                rely heavily on good project scopes so that we

                well define what we intend to do, try not to let

                it go too far astray so that I come up with a
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                good final product for my veterans when we get

                there.

                           Once the projects are underway and

                moving through the design and into the

                construction cycle, we take a more active

                approach in terms of considering how to get

                things done, what allows patient care to continue

                all around it because we've got an operating

                facility.  I cannot always have the luxury of

                moving patients or staff out of the way and so

                much of what I have to do involves working around

                our patients and making sure they are safe.

                           If you're familiar with our site, you

                can see that the domiciliary construction towards

                the rear had a big impact on a lot of the traffic

                that was back there.  And, in fact, we relocated

                one of the exercise trails to move our veterans

                who choose to get some exercise in the morning

                and the afternoons away from a dangerous corner

                where the visibility was low and we didn't want

                anybody hurt.  So we put some signs up, we

                encouraged everybody to use the new pathway and

                thankfully we've had good success with that so
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                far.

                           I think the other thing that we need

                to look at also, too, is when we do have to move

                staff and patients around that we provide a

                temporary environment for them.  That requires

                the planning and the scheduling to make that

                happen.

                           In fact, one of the things that we are

                going to be doing here at the Medical Center in

                the very near future is replacing all of the

                windows in Building 1, part of our energy

                conservation effort, also to improve the facade.

                Many of the windows have been in place since

                1938.  So it gives us an opportunity to save a

                little energy and improve the visuals of the

                buildings from New Castle Road and also it

                creates a more modern environment again for the

                staff and the patients who are in the building.

                           But what I'm getting to is every one

                of the windows has to be taken out.  I have to

                relocate every staff member who has a desk near a

                window and there are 688 windows to be replaced

                and move everybody around.  So that's what we try
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                to do.

                           We try to start early with a

                concentrated planning and scheduling opportunity

                and be proactive rather than reactive.  So I hope

                that answered your question.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's a great question.

                Thanks very much for calling in.  Along those

                lines, do the engineers within the Veterans

                Administration collaborate and share ideas?  Do

                you give advice to other engineers out in other

                facilities?

                           MR. HEIGER:  Yes.  Yeah, the short

                answer is yes.  There is lots of information and

                experience that is out there to be shared.  I am

                a career VA employee obviously, 26 years of

                experience just with construction here within VA

                and several years before that.

                           There is lots to share if anybody

                needs it and we have mail groups and forums where

                people work together and try to get -- make the

                best use of the experience that we have and they

                ask questions about anything from a staff

                position description, to construction experience,
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                to specifications, to any sort of a technical and

                contracting issue that might come up.

                           The other side of the coin, too, is

                that it's common knowledge and it's a little

                statement that people make that if you have been

                to one VA you've only been to one.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Oh, is that right?  Each

                one of them is --

                           MR. HEIGER:  Each one is distinctive

                in its own needs and its own characteristics and

                so you have to take what someone else tells you

                and talks to you about in terms of experience and

                things and meld that in with your own need and

                situation.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So if someone were to

                come to -- if one of the others would come to you

                and ask you, what would be like your major tip?

                How do you advise someone then given that

                specific statement?

                           MR. HEIGER:  Again, with my experience

                and the network of folks that I have known around

                VISN 4 in the Pennsylvania region and also into

                West Virginia and Delaware, I'm familiar, a

                                 BUCKLER & ASSOCIATES

                                       - AND -

                                 ASAP COURT REPORTING

                                                                   25

                little bit, with every site and can always offer

                an opinion and because of our shared experience

                and the camaraderie that we have amongst us we

                can always juxtapose ideas and start thinking a

                little bit about how I take what I have and offer

                it into a different solution and see how it goes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure.  It sounds like

                great teamwork there.

                           MR. HEIGER:  We do our best.  We also

                have -- I have -- let me take a little ownership

                here and pride in my own staff.  I have an

                excellent group of folks down there who are

                cooperative.  They know what they are doing.  I

                have an architect, I have a number of different

                engineers, I have some projects techs that I

                wouldn't trade for anybody.  We all work

                together.  I don't have any cowboys.  We've got a

                whole bunch of team players who want our team to

                succeed and we have a strong sense of focus on

                veterans' care too because much of our staff are

                vets.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's fantastic.  This

                has been a great discussion.  Is there anything
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                that you feel our listeners need to know about

                the construction projects at VA Butler?

                           MR. HEIGER:  Specifically I don't know

                that there is anything in particular.  I'm happy

                to tell or share any particulars with the

                projects and stuff, but I would suggest that if

                you're looking at projects and you want to

                understand how well they succeed, my advice is to

                start in the planning cycle just as early as

                possible.  I think we talked about that when our

                caller called in about some of the biggest

                challenges.

                           You really need to make sure that you

                establish who your stakeholders are, who those

                folks are who ultimately become your customer,

                and then you need to move forward on decisions.

                You can't be timid.  Time is your enemy here.

                Much of the construction funding that we have

                focuses on a one or at the most a two year

                planning cycle and so you need to be decisive but

                you need to plan early about how you are going to

                do things.

                           I firmly believe that none of us is as
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                smart as all of us.  A collaborative effort

                brings success and minimizes any subsequent

                changes to the contract and also builds a sense

                of team building when there are problems.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It almost seems like --

                talking about that time thing there, a decision

                is more important than -- there is no such thing

                as perfection when it comes to these things.

                           MR. HEIGER:  I'm all about working in

                the percentages.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                           MR. HEIGER:  I'll always work the

                percentage, absolutely.  If I can find 85 to 90

                percent satisfaction out of something that may

                require a little more time that I don't have, I'm

                going to move with it and try to get the dollars

                obligated, so, again, I go back to the patients

                and getting projects done for them, exactly.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  Any final

                thoughts for our listeners?

                           MR. HEIGER:  No.  An interesting

                phenomenon here in Western PA that maybe some

                others don't necessarily share would be that
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                weather is a big consideration for us here and

                you can see with the weather and how things get

                nasty around here early and they stay nasty until

                into the early spring, you have to plan on that

                as part of your impact on construction.

                           My chiller plant, for example, I

                certainly don't want to take the air conditioning

                chillers out of service in April because if I

                take them out of service while I'm replacing

                them, then they can't serve patients.  So you

                always plan that during the wintertime.

                           Conversely, if I've got other

                construction that wants to break new ground, you

                typically do that in the spring so that you can

                take advantage of the good weather rather than be

                mired in mud and stuff in the middle of the

                winter while you're trying to get out of the

                ground and get your buildings put together.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It all comes down to

                that, right, the basics of simple things like

                weather.

                           MR. HEIGER:  The simple things like

                weather, exactly.  A lot of that is experience.
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                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Thank you for sharing

                your experience with us today.

                           MR. HEIGER:  Well, you're welcome.

                Thank you for having me.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  I thank

                everyone for calling in and listening.  It's been

                a nice chat.  You can always find more

                information about the VA Butler Healthcare at the

                Website which is www.butler.va.gov, G-O-V.

                           We also have a Facebook page,

                facebook.com/vabutlerpa.  You can Google us.  I

                think it will pop right up there, too.  We have

                Twitter, if you're a Twitter folk, and get

                messages right there on your phone.  It's

                twitter.com/vabutlerpa.

                           Our next call is going to be the first

                Thursday in February and we'll be chatting with

                Lauren Heiger.  We'll be talking with her about

                My HeatheVet, the very important program that's

                been a real success here and we're very proud of.

                           Thank you very much for calling in.

                We'll talk to you soon.  Bye bye.

                            (End of audio recording.)
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